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Introduction
The development of wind energy projects in the United States has attracted great interest
over the past decade,1 and the federal government appears to recognize the benefits of wind
power, as is seen by various tax credits and loan guarantees made available for the industry.2
This interest has not been without its setbacks however, proposed projects to develop wind
energy facilities have faced years of regulatory hurdles and private litigation.3 As a prime
example, the Cape Wind project has largely been viewed as a test case for offshore wind energy
projects in the United States.4 The complex and changing regulatory scheme, in addition to the
cost and delay associated with private litigation from citizen groups challenging every step of the
approval process, will likely discourage future development of wind energy projects in the
United States without reform.5 There has also been opposition to existing wind farms that has
served to set back further attempts to bring large-scale wind farms to fruition, both on and
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offshore.6 This opposition has come from sources all over the political and social spectrum, from
government agencies to environmental groups, agricultural farms to shipping and fishing
industries, and local landowners with property and health concerns to Native American
communities with historic and customary concerns.7
Government Agency Complaints
Both the Department of Defense (DoD) and the Federal Aviation Administration (FAA)
have lodged complaints against wind farm developments.8 Their concerns stem largely from the
fact that they continue to use outdated radar systems.9 Wind turbines are capable of causing radar
interference on these dated systems, and can appear as airborne objects on radar detection
systems.10 Radar interference problems such as these have been raised at the last minute in
certain proposed developments and have caused expensive delays and poorly planned mitigation
efforts by developers.11 Because of the substandard mitigation efforts, both the DoD and FAA
have been working to develop and implement stronger radar technology and to develop
guidelines for best mitigation practices for wind farms and their developers.12 The biggest
problem for implementing new radar systems, however, is the economic downturn and ensuing
government shutdowns, which make such systems a very low priority for government.
Environmental Group Opposition
While it may seem counterintuitive that environmental groups would oppose wind farm
development, an emission-free energy production process, the complaints lodged have typically
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been driven by the fact that wind turbines cause species mortality, and are often sited in rural
areas that offer much-needed species habitat.13 Environmental groups have sued developers
under the Endangered Species Act, Migratory Bird Treaty Act, and other environmental
protection statutes, in hopes of seeking an injunction against the wind farm construction and
operations.14 Environmental plaintiffs were successful in West Virginia in halting the operations
of a wind farm in an area that is home to endangered Indiana bats under the Endangered Species
Act.15 This injunction prevented any new turbines from being approved or constructed for the
project until the developer underwent the Incidental Take Permitting process through the Fish
and Wildlife Service.16 In 2007, the Coastal Habitat Alliance sued a Texas wind developer
seeking an injunction to stop construction on a wind project adjacent to the Laguna Madre, an
environmentally sensitive bay in the Gulf of Mexico.17 The two most noteworthy cases of
environmental opposition to wind farming are the previously mentioned Cape Wind Project and
the Altamont Pass, the details of which vary significantly, such as siting, technology, and timing,
but the outcomes and processes are quite similar.
Farming Opposition & Wildlife Kills
Existing agricultural farms may make highly suitable sites for wind farms. Dr. Sterling
Burnett, however, claims that such sites may not be suitable because turbines can dry out the soil
beneath them.18 Burnett also claims that regular wind-tower maintenance requires miles of paved
roads, which increases negative environmental impact, such as runoff and reduction of soil
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moisture absorption.19 He asserts, “The damage to wildlife habitat is often greater than that from
technologies associated with conventional fossil fuels.”20 Opposition to wind farms also comes
from those concerned with the deaths of thousands of birds and bats that are killed each year by
wind-turbine blades.21 Due to avian mortality recorded at Altamont Pass, the wind industry has
had to work for many years in public image damage control to assuage the negative sentiment
associated with large-scale wind energy production. For this reason, Altamont Pass is the cause
of the enduring perception of a conflict between environmentalists and wind energy
proponents.22 Wind farms must be located where the wind blows constantly.23 These locations
are typically prime travel routes for migratory birds, including protected species like bald and
golden eagles.24 At the Altamont Pass wind farm in California, “At least 22,000 birds, including
some 400 golden eagles, have collided with wind turbines, or been electrocuted by power lines
there.”25 Commenting on the deaths at Altamont Pass, Burnett writes, “The bird death issue is
complicated by the fact that commercially viable wind farms must be situated in areas where the
wind blows as frequently and steadily as possible. These locations tend also to be major flyways
for raptors and migratory birds.”26 Quoting the facts presented by the Audubon Society from a
suit that settled in 2007, Burnett states, “among the birds deaths are between 456 and 1,129
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raptors killed each year, including 75 to 116 golden eagles killed annually.”27 The deaths at
Altamont Pass seem to be a slightly skewed statistical representation, a perfect storm of
conditions leading to bird deaths, but they also present a good indication of the difficulty of
properly siting a wind farm.
Fishing and Shipping Industries
Siting considerations must also consider the shipping and commercial fishing industries.
Offshore wind development can potentially affect commercial fishing by limiting the available
waters for fishing or by disrupting or influencing commercial fish stock.28 Commercial
fishermen have contested that, depending on the spacing between the turbines, it may not be
possible for their boats, using certain types of fishing tackle, to operate safely within the bounds
of the farm.29 The submarine cables that connect the farm to the grid can also affect continued
ability to operate a trawling type of fishing operation within the vicinity of the farm.30 Fish
stocks may also be affected by disruptions of habitat during construction.31 It is likely that in
addition to disturbing existing habitats, new invertebrate reef communities develop on the bases
of turbines that may support commercial fishing for particular species, but could also be
detrimental if non-commercial competitors exploit these artificial reefs.32
Local Landowners with Property and Health Concerns
One of the greatest barriers to entry for wind energy development is hostility from locals
with a “not in my backyard” (NIMBY) approach because, while the general public is supportive
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of wind energy in theory as an alternative energy supply, very few people are interested in
having large turbines in their neighborhood.33 Local citizens have often tried to block wind farms
by claiming that they are aesthetically unappealing, too noisy, and that they create odd flutter
shadows.34 The complaints have halted, delayed, or limited proposed projects.35 Because the
projects are often built in relatively rural areas, the largest complaint about wind farms from
locals has to do with siting, where the industrial aesthetic of the turbines stands in stark contrast
with the pastoral qualities of the landscapes they seek to occupy. According to siting expert
Robert Kahn, “Americans put a high value on wilderness and open space. Sparks fly when lands
seen as public viewscapes (even if they are not publicly owned) appear threatened.
Unfortunately, these lands are where developable renewable resources are to be found.”36 Wind
power is often most readily harnessed in large open areas that tend to overlap in purpose with
scenic areas and parklands and, as a result, in order to mitigate the negative aesthetic impacts of
their projects, some developers have gone so far as to hire artists to lessen the industrial look of
their turbines.37 William Koch, whose better-known brothers often underwrite conservative
political causes, has been successfully tying up progress of the Cape Wind project for years.38
Koch has been buying property along the coast that would have a prime view of the turbines,
should they be built.39 He claims that the turbines would have a very negative aesthetic impact
on his and surrounding properties, but some have speculated that, because his fortune was made
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in fossil fuels, he has other reasons for blocking progress of alternative energy projects,
especially in his backyard.40
In addition to aesthetic concerns, there is an issue concerning the negative impact of wind
turbines on human health in closely adjacent areas.41 In her article on the health impacts relating
to wind farms, Dr. Sarah Taylor states, “Wind turbines are known to cause a number of effects
that have an impact on health: . . . noise and shadow flicker that are sources of annoyance, sleep
disturbance and symptoms of stress in some people.”42 It is important to clarify that annoyance is
defined as an actual medical condition that “is recognized as a critical health effect”43 and not
just as it is commonly known. Dr. Taylor goes on to say that it is not just the low frequency noise
from the turbines that is associated with symptoms of headache, irritability, difficulty
concentrating, fatigue, dizziness, anxiety, and sleep disturbance, but also the waffling effect
created by the “audible modulation of the aerodynamic noise, especially at night.”44 It is from
this that local citizens with a “not in my backyard” approach come to view their health risks,
along with aesthetic discomforts, as valid reasons for fighting existing and proposed wind farm
development. Native American communities have a similar approach but seat their concerns
more deeply, from a historic and customary viewpoint; they express their dissatisfactions,
claiming that wind development is inapposite with their very view of life.
Native American Communities with Historic and Customary Concerns
Wind plays a crucial role in Native American spirituality and cultural values as an
essential part of the environment and that humankind is a part of, not separate from, this
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environment.45 Current estimates show that the federal government, for wind energy
development, targets more than 50 percent of Native American tribal land.46 Some opposition
claims stem from the fact that people assume that because wind energy is seen as an
environmentally friendly technology it somehow must comport with Native American culture,
but this is logically flawed, and leads to complaints of environmental racism.47 This stereotyping
may predetermine the acceptability of this technology by Native Americans before fully
engaging them, consequently not allowing them to determine whether such technology is
compatible with their spiritual, cultural, and environmental values.48 Environmental justice49
would suggest that more attention should be devoted to the problems of leaving tribes with
unproven technologies, a lack of subsidies to sustain their investment, and lost investments that
become worthless, should they decide to allow wind farming on their lands.50
Conclusion
While the opposition to wind farming has been able to set back efforts in the
development process, the federal government maintains strong incentives through subsidies and
a progressive agenda for the continued diversification of energy production. Whether the
opposition to wind-farming will be successful in its attempts to thwart such progress as an
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alternative means to domestic energy production remains to be seen, but it is clear that neither
side will prevail without an understanding of the concerns presented by the other. As with all
forms of energy production, it must be decided how much damage to various interests of citizen
groups, governmental agencies and environmental organizations is acceptable as collateral
damage in an effort to clean up and diversify energy production in the United States. The
potential harm must be weighed against the utility of doing so, while being ever mindful of the
potential risks of inaction.
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